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The National Rural Telecommunications Cooperative (�NRTC�) is pleased to submit these

Reply Comments regarding the Comments submitted in response to the above-captioned Notice

of Inquiry (�NOI�).1

A. Introduction.

1. NRTC�s initial comments in this proceeding emphasize two main points.2  First, the

current definition of �advanced telecommunications capability� (�infrastructure capable of

delivering a speed in excess of 200 kbps in each direction�) may be a barrier to broadband

                                                
1
 Notice of Inquiry, Inquiry Concerning the Deployment of Advanced Telecommunications Capability to All

Americans in a Reasonable and Timely Fashion, and Possible Steps to Accelerate Such Deployment Pursuant to
Section 706 of the Telecommunications Act of 1996, CC Docket No. 98-146, FCC 01-223 (August 10, 2001).
(Later referred to as �NOI�.)
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deployment in rural areas because it tends to overlook the importance of current-generation

packet-based technologies that do not provide 200 kbps upstream.  Congress and other federal

agencies often use the FCC�s definitions to determine carrier eligibility for proposed tax

incentives, grants,  guaranteed loans, and other forms of relief to promote rural broadband

deployment.   While recognizing the tremendous potential of  Ka-band satellites to provide two-

way, advanced telecommunications capability to rural America, it is important that the

Commission�s definitions also reflect the public interest benefits inherent in current Ku-band

technology which only exceeds 200 kbps in the downlink mode.

2. Second, in some respects the current definitions could stifle satellite Internet growth

in rural areas.   Rural satellite Internet providers offering Ku-band services are gaining valuable

experience in the techniques necessary to provide broadband service to the most remote areas of

the United States.  Their experience will be extremely valuable when applied to the deployment

of faster Ka-band services in coming years.  Satellite Internet will be a vital factor in ensuring

that rural Americans receive broadband services in a reasonable and timely fashion.  Federal

policies should encourage Ku-band deployment as an important first step in satellite Internet�s

natural technological and marketplace progression to the Ka-band.

3. A number of points raised by other organizations in response to the NOI reinforce our

position.

B. Satellite Internet Technology Is Vital to the FCC�s Goal of Providing
Broadband Service to Rural America in a Reasonable and Timely Fashion.

4. We concur with Hughes Network Systems, when it observes:  �Satellite-delivered

broadband services are essential to narrowing the �Digital Divide� for rural and consumer

broadband users and are uniquely suited to achieve the Commission�s stated policy goal of
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broadband deployment that is fast, ubiquitous, competitive, and open.  The Commission cannot

rely on terrestrial providers alone to achieve that goal.�3

5. The National Exchange Carriers Association�s (NECA) comments refer to that

organization�s June 2000 report, which estimated that it would cost approximately $10.9 billion

to upgrade 3.3 million rural lines to support digital subscriber line (DSL) service.4   That same

NECA study explains how the cost of preparing copper lines for DSL increases the further the

network extends away from a telephone company�s central office � up to a possible $9,328 per

line in extremely remote areas surrounded by rugged terrain.5

6. It may never be cost-effective to extend broadband capability to copper plant serving

some of those very remote areas.  The State of Alaska points out, �The need for advanced

services is particularly great in sparsely populated areas that are unserved or underserved

because alternative forms of communication are likely to be unavailable.�6  Alaska cites the

FCC�s recently released figures showing that high-speed service (200 kbps in one direction) was

unavailable in 78 percent of Alaska�s ZIP codes as of December 31, 2000.7   Ku-band satellite

Internet providers began offering service in the months following the FCC�s collection of end-of-

year 2000 figures.  Alaska is the most extreme case, but FCC figures show that several states had

large percentages of unserved ZIP codes, including North Dakota (60 percent); Arkansas (59

percent), Montana (51 percent); Kentucky (50 percent); South Dakota (49 percent); Iowa, and

                                                
3
 Hughes comments, p. 2.

4
 NECA comments, p. 2.

5
 NECA comments, Appendix A, p. 4.

6
 State of Alaska comments, p. 3.

7 �High-Speed Services For Internet Access:  Subscribership As Of December 31, 2000,� Table 9.
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Oklahoma (48 percent each).8  As NRTC mentioned in its comments, satellite is the only

provider of high-speed Internet to remote parts of Alaska today.9   It also is the only provider to

many of those other rural, underserved ZIP codes across the continental United States.

7. Ku-band Internet will be a very important high-speed data provider � sometimes the

only provider � to very remote regions for at least the next year.  The faster Ka-band Internet

service that comes later also may be the only broadband alternative in those remote areas for

years to come.

C. Satellite Carriers Provide an Ideal Combined Data/Video Solution in Remote
Areas.

8. Broadband carriers of all types � satellite, telco, cable TV, and fixed wireless � are

combining or planning to combine broadband Internet with multichannel video service.  For

telcos and cable TV operators, this combination will require considerable investment in network

infrastructure to carry multiple TV channels over long distances.  For example, in order to

deliver two standard-definition TV channels using asymmetrical DSL, a telco must deliver about

8 Mbps to the home.  Landline carriers also have the significant expenses associated with

purchasing and installing costly digital head end equipment.  Minerva Networks, a vendor of

digital head end equipment, estimates that a landline carrier offering combined video and

broadband data service would have to attract 3,000 subscribers within the first two years in order

to see a return on investment in the third year.10

                                                
8
 Id.

9
 NRTC comments, page 9.

10
 Reed Majors, Vice President, Business Development, Minerva Networks, Santa Clara, California, in a

presentation titled, �Current and Future Technologies for Deploying Video Over Copper,� presented October 4,
2001, in Indianapolis, Indiana.
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9. Some rural telcos and cable TV operators have calculated the risks and begun

building and/or providing combined video and high-speed data.  But what the about rural areas

where there are less than 3,000 households to subscribe to advanced services?  Satellite provides

the solution.  Ku-band Internet carriers can combine their services with the existing direct

broadcast satellite (�DBS�) providers� services and consolidate both on the same bill at prices

comparable to video and data service in urban and suburban areas.  Satellite video/Internet will

continue to improve with the  introduction of Ka-band services, featuring increased bandwidth

and the potential of spot beam transmission of a greater number of local broadcast TV signals to

rural areas than Ku-band services now provide.

10. The rural consumer can receive both video and data over the same satellite dish.  In

NRTC�s initial comments, it described how rural satellite dish installers continually develop new

techniques to streamline the installation process.11  NRTC is aware that one of the most

significant improvements has been in reducing the time needed to install combined video/data

service.  The installer must attach separate low-noise barrier (�LNB�) down converters to a

single dish, then carefully aim the dish so that it �sees� separate data and video satellites in

different orbits.  Rural installers have discovered that they can reduce the dish-aiming process to

less than 15 minutes using new tools, such as �dual LNB meters.�  Earlier installations could last

several hours in difficult situations.
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 NRTC comments, pp. 6-8.
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D. Satellite Internet Eliminates �Last-Mile� and �Middle-Mile� Problems With
Direct-to-Home Service.

11. The FCC has defined the term �middle mile� as facilities that �provide relatively fast,

large-capacity connections between backbone and last mile.�12   For most urban or suburban

Internet providers, middle mile is a short connection to the backbone provider�s facilities.  For

many rural providers, the distance is hundreds of miles.  Some comments filed in response to the

NOI express concern that the middle-mile issue could develop into a major barrier to rural

broadband services.13  As the Public Utility Commission of Texas writes:  �In the vast distances

of Texas, the mileage and capacity-sensitive costs of middle-mile transport to an ATM

[asynchronous transfer mode]-capable switch may present cost-prohibitive hurdles to advanced

services deployment to rural areas.�14

12. As described above, ubiquitous satellite Internet avoids middle-mile and last-mile

expenses with service directly to the home.  The middle-mile issue is just one more reason why

rural consumers must have the satellite option and why the FCC�s policies should encourage

satellite Internet rollout.

E. Conclusion.

13. Many commenters refer to the need for more detailed data to measure the extent of

rural broadband deployment, as well as a comprehensive review of FCC rules to find any

embedded regulations that may inadvertently delay high-speed service to rural areas.  We do not

disagree with the usefulness of such a review.  But one of the most significant steps the FCC
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 NOI, p. 3.
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 State of Alaska comments, pp. 3-4;  NECA comments, pp. 2-3.
14

 Texas PUC comments, p. 3.
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could take to promote satellite Internet is right out in the open and  requires no effort to find.  A

simple change in the definition of �advanced telecommunications capability,� as NRTC has

proposed, would send a message to Congress and the telecommunications industry that Ku-band

Internet is an important service that deserves to be encouraged as we transition to higher-speed

Ka-band services.  As the facts emerging in the NOI show, rural America must have access to

satellite Internet if it is to participate in the new world of broadband communications.

Respectfully Submitted,

_____/s/ Steven Berman________________________

Steven T. Berman, Senior Vice President
Business Affairs and General Counsel

NATIONAL RURAL TELECOMMUNICATIONS
COOPERATIVE
2121 Cooperative Way, Suite 500
Herndon, VA 20171

October 9, 2001


